
1617 Hendry Street, Suite 416, Fort Myers, Florida 33901-2947  •   phone: (239) 334-8866     fax: (239) 334-8878
e-mail: bill@spikowski.com     web: www.spikowski.com

September 4, 2008

Chahram Badamtchian, AICP
Lee County Community Development Department, Zoning Division
P.O. Box 398
Fort Myers, Florida 33902-0398

RE:  Proposed Lee Plan amendments on San Carlos Island (CPA-2007-00051)

Dear Mr. Badamtchian:

On behalf of the Town of Fort Myers Beach, I have reviewed the pending Lee County comprehensive
plan amendments for property on San Carlos Island. These comments identify the town’s concerns at
this point and may be supplemented by additional comments from the town in the near future. These
comments are not based on a complete review of this proposal but they shed light on the nature of the
request and some of its potential impacts on San Carlos and Estero Islands.

SUMMARY

The proposal is to create a new category on Lee County’s Future Land Use Map to accommodate
a major destination resort. The resort would have 600 dwelling units, a 300-room hotel, a
freestanding parking garage, and related facilities. Building heights could be up to 22 stories
over parking.

The property in question includes about 27 acres of high ground along both sides of Main Street.
On the north side of Main Street are the existing Ebb Tide and Oyster Bay senior-only RV parks
(about 15 acres); together these parks accommodate about 271 spaces, a density of just over 18
spaces per acres. On the south side of Main Street there is dry boat storage, a restaurant, and
other commercial/industrial support facilities (about 12 acres). The combined properties also
include about 7 acres of mangrove swamp and 39 acres of submerged land in Hurricane Pass
and Matanzas Pass.

The scale and height of the proposed resort would be completely different from nearby
conditions on both San Carlos and Estero Islands. The applicant argues that Lee County’s current
development rules for San Carlos Island make re-use of these properties impractical given the
state of the shrimping industry and the declining market for RV sites. The applicant asserts that
this proposal will have no significant impacts on traffic or utilities.

Lee County’s vision for San Carlos Island is stated simply in the Lee Plan: “The San Carlos Island
area, which is nearly built out today, will continue to develop its infill areas while maintaining
its marine oriented nature.” The marine-oriented restrictions apply most strictly on land within
300 feet of Matanzas Pass, but also apply between that zone and Main Street. These restrictions
have been in place for nearly 20 years in an attempt to reserve land along the deep channel for
commercial fishing and related marine industrial uses.
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Lee County does not have a pre-disaster buildback policy like the town of Fort Myers Beach, thus
the redevelopment potential for RV and mobile home parks is limited to what would be allowed
on vacant property, 6 dwelling units per acre (about 86 units here).

The applicant may be correct in asserting that Lee County’s regulations for San Carlos Island are
in need of review and updating, given changes over the past 20 years. The fishing industry has
continued to decline, and RVs and mobile homes are increasingly obsolete and prone to flood
damage. Redevelopment would allow a modern surface water management system and would
elevate all buildings above expected flood levels.

However, the current proposal would be a dramatic departure not only from existing conditions
but from general county policy restricting high-density development in coastal areas and along
overcrowded roads. It would also begin reversing the county’s longstanding efforts to reserve
suitable land for marine industrial uses.

TRAFFIC

The most obvious planning issue is traffic. The applicant’s traffic engineer concludes that no
nearby roads would operate below adopted levels of service. Although it is possible to reach this
conclusion on a purely technical basis, it is an absurdity in the real world given the unmistakable
traffic congestion that already exists in the immediate area. 

The traffic engineer’s conclusion is explicitly based on Lee County building a new bridge from
San Carlos Island to Estero Island near Bay Oaks. This second bridge is in Lee County’s
financially feasible road plan for 2030 (copy attached). As an ironic note, the bridge would likely
run from Main Street right through this property; building the proposed high-rise hotel would
probably make the new bridge infeasible. 

 
The traffic engineer’s conclusion ignores several real facts about traffic congestion and levels of
service. Florida DOT has already widened San Carlos Boulevard to five lanes even though its
congestion is caused by conditions on Estero Island, not by a lack of lanes on San Carlos Island
or the mainland. While it is true that further widening of San Carlos Boulevard is not needed to
continue meeting its “adopted levels of service,” stating that fact as if it is relevant conveniently
sidesteps any assessment of this project’s actual impact on traffic congestion.

It is also narrowly true that this project would not cause Estero Boulevard to fall below its
“adopted level of service.” That is true only because after limiting development and
redevelopment to the lowest possible levels, the town of Fort Myers Beach consciously chose a
poor level of service for Estero Boulevard that acknowledges existing congestion. Without this
acknowledgment, redevelopment efforts within the town would have been completely stymied.
In this case, analyzing the effect a major increase in density and intensity simply as to its effect
on the “adopted level of service” completely ignores this project’s likely impact on traffic
congestion.
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ATTACHMENTS:
Lee County 2030 Financially Feasible Highway Plan
Discussion of additional bridges from January 2007 Evaluation/Appraisal Report (pp. 39–41)

Lee County has formally acknowledged past over-development in coastal areas and has placed
relevant policies in the Lee Plan:

POLICY 105.1.2: Rezonings to allow higher densities will not be permitted on barrier
and coastal islands if the capacity of critical evacuation routes would thereby be
exceeded (see Objective 109.1). (Amended by Ordinance No. 92-35, 00-22)

POLICY 105.1.5: Zoning requests located in the coastal high hazard area will be
considered for reduced or minimum density assignments, in accordance with their future
land use category density range. This evaluation should be done in concert with an
evaluation of other individual characteristics such as compatibility with existing uses,
desired urban form, and availability of urban services. (Added by Ordinance No. 05-19)

The applicant argues that these policies are not applicable because evacuation routes are
satisfactory and that this is a comprehensive plan request, not a zoning request (even though a
zoning change would be needed to carry out the proposed comprehensive plan amendment).

SUMMARY

Overall, the applicant has put forth several valid points about the current development
restrictions on San Carlos Island. However, the current proposal is excessive in both height and
density given its coastal location. Without a new bridge, the traffic impacts of this proposal
would be completely unacceptable, yet the proposed hotel would foreclose the option of building
this very bridge. The proposed water taxi, while valuable, would have only minor mitigating
effects given the size of the proposed development, current road conditions, and the site’s
location beyond walking distance from most of the amenities that visitors would be seeking.

The Town of Fort Myers Beach has faced similar concerns about future redevelopment of the
Red Coconut and Gulfview Colony parks on Estero Boulevard. The solution set forth in the Fort
Myers Beach Comprehensive Plan should be considered by Lee County for San Carlos Island as
well — allowing redevelopment of those parks at densities similar to the existing parks but in a
traditional neighborhood format that eliminates flood-prone structures and improves drainage
conditions, all without resorting to high-rise or high-density development.

Sincerely,

Bill Spikowski, AICP
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None of the street alternatives just discussed affect conditions beyond Crescent Street. It is
readily apparent during congested periods that the conditions causing the congestion continue
beyond Crescent Street and even beyond the end of the “Pedestrian Commercial” district (which
extends to Diamondhead Resort).

The town’s ongoing efforts to improve the blocks between Crescent Street and Old San Carlos
Boulevard are critical both to the character of the downtown area and to traffic congestion.
However, congestion on these blocks (and northward across the Sky Bridge) will still result from
the inability of traffic to flow smoothly beyond Crescent Street. The level of this congestion is
difficult to predict using traffic simulation software, but will undoubtedly still be very substantial.

Two larger congestion relief issues deserve attention. Additional congestion will continue to be
caused by growth elsewhere in Lee County and the state because area residents enjoy visiting the
beaches. The town has no regulatory authority over such growth, but comfortable and efficient
public transit, whether on trolleys or trams, can provide mobility to island visitors (as well as
residents) without adding more vehicles to the lines of traffic waiting to enter and leave the
island. Public transit is discussed further on pages 47 and 52.

Another type of relief could be provided by building another bridge to Fort Myers Beach. Four
“new bridge” alternatives as illustrated in Figure 9 were discussed in the original comprehensive
plan on pages 7-A-48 through 52. The Lee County Metropolitan Planning Agency (MPO) has
recently evaluated two of these alternatives, a southerly bridge to Coconut Road and a northerly
bridge to the end of Main Street on San Carlos Island. The MPO conducted this evaluation to
determine whether any of these improvements would provide enough relief for congestion on
Estero Boulevard to justify inclusion on the MPO’s new transportation plan for the year 2030,
which identifies needed road improvements throughout Lee County.

Figure 9, potential routes for an additional bridge
(was Figure 28 in Transportation Appendix A)
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The highway portion of the 2030 plan begins with a “highway needs assessment,” which is a map
and list of road improvements that are needed throughout Lee County by the year 2030 (without
considering affordability). The map summarizing the results of this assessment is shown in Figure
10. Here is the MPO staff summary of the two “new bridge” alternatives for Fort Myers Beach
during the early stages of this assessment:

Additional bridges to the beach communities  At the outset of the plan development process, staff
submitted the three new bridge alternatives listed in the Fort Myers Beach comprehensive plan for
environmental screening through FDOT’s ETDM process [Efficient Transportation Decision Making, a
preliminary impact review by state and federal agencies]. For two of the alternatives, the Coconut Road
extension to Lovers Key and the Winkler Road extension to mid-Estero Island, the reviewing agencies
reported a total of seven issues on which they had such serious concerns that dispute resolution would be
required if the project could ever be permitted. For the third alternative, connecting Main Street near the
southeast end of San Carlos Island with Estero Boulevard in the general area of the town hall, such serious
concerns were raised for only three issues.

The Coconut Road to Lovers Key alternative was tested in the first 2030 needs alternative network
(combined with a Coconut Road interchange with I 75). The model predicted that it would reduce peak
season daily traffic using the Bonita Beach Road bridge in 2030 by about 9,900, but relieve the Matanzas
Pass Bridge of only 3,500 daily trips — not enough for a significant improvement in the level of service. The
San Carlos Island to Fort Myers Beach alternative was tested in the second alternative needs network. The
model predicted it that 11,200 daily trips would choose to use the new bridge, leaving only 17,500 daily trips
using the existing Matanzas Pass Bridge, and improve levels of service to D or better throughout Fort Myers
Beach and San Carlos Island and on the bridges and San Carlos Boulevard south of Summerlin Road. This
alternative performed so well that the TAC and CAC decided to dispense with testing the Winkler extension
alternative, and kept the San Carlos Island route for the remaining network alternative and recommended it be
included in the 2030 highway needs assessment [see improvement #111 on Figure 10].

Figure 10 (new roads for 2030 indicated by heavy black lines)
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Once the needs assessment is completed, the least valuable road projects from this needs
assessment are eliminated until a final list includes only roads that could be built by the year
2030 with available funding sources. The final list and map are called the “2030 financially
feasible plan.”

The entire 2030 plan was adopted by the MPO in December 2005. The new bridge shown as
#111 on Figure 10 was made part of the 2030 financially feasible plan, based on the following
preliminary assumptions: 

# Construction responsibility:  Lee County
# Length of new road segment:  0.86 miles
# Completion assumed:  2015
# Cost assumed:  $49,113,799
# Funding: Tolls on both new and existing bridges

It is unfortunate that whatever kind of relief can be provided to traffic congestion will be
continually eroded by additional growth in the surrounding area. It will also be eroded by
motorists who may have avoided Fort Myers Beach in the past, or reached it with public transit,
if they take advantage of reduced congestion and begin driving to Fort Myers Beach during peak
periods. 

D. Recommendations on Times Square Area

The recommendations described in the previous section of this report are now under evaluation
by town officials. None of the alternatives described would require any amendments to the
comprehensive plan, although there is considerable urgency facing the town due to the
impending redevelopment described on page 23.

The only related change to the comprehensive plan that have been identified would be to delete
Policy 7-H-3 regarding left-turns on Estero Boulevard as northbound traffic passes Times Square,
as discussed on page 23.
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